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Abstract
This  thesis  examines  the  articulation  of  marketized  philanthropy  within  the  discourse  of 
nonprofit fundraising. The objective is to find out how fundraising works as a discursive practice 
- how is the world constructed, who and whom are participants in this world, and why should the 
presumed donor get involved? It does so from a critical approach, connecting the business of 
fundraising to theories of subpolitics, individualization, consumer power, and the argument that 
market  logics  serves  a  depoliticizing  function  within  this  context.  The  research  is  done  by 
analyzing  the  fundraising  communication  of  six  major  nonprofit  organizations  in  Sweden, 
working  both  with  national  as  well  as  international  efforts,  through  their  respective  official 
website. This is done through a discourse analytic approach, initially concentrating on the texts 
of the websites as communicative events and analyzing them from a predestined set of analytical 
questions. The analysis is then developed further, on the level of the order of discourse, in four 
separate but intertwining themes derived from the initial result. 
The  research  shows  that  market  logics  and  language  is  prominent  in  the  organizational 
communication,  both  as  discourse  of  efficiency  and  individual  responsibility,  as  well  as  as 
technique  for  fundraising.  Fundraising  efforts  and  messages  are  mainly  configured  around 
international  aid  and recipients,  as  opposed to  the  national  social  services  that  some of  the 
organizations provide. In this context, lack of resources is defined as the root of the problem, but 
this lack is often referred to in a circle-reasoning fashion where one lack is both the cause and the 
result of another.
The act of giving, or donating, is predominantly constructed as a form of transaction, where the 
donor buys a commodified version of the idea or efforts of the organization. In this way, the 
donation becomes a form of political consumerism that situates the donor in a role as a consumer 
rather than citizen. Freedom of choice and simplicity are traits that are highlighted and promoted 
in this context.
The thesis argues that this development, even though it entails positive re-thinking about agency 
and power of ‘those in need’, contains problematic aspects when it comes to the way political 
power relations are constructed.  Where individualization serves as a detaching force between 
participants,  and political  participation is constructed in such a way that it  takes the form of 
shopping  for  change,  it  is  hard  to  find  room for  perspectives  and  voices  that  question  the 
structural problems of capitalist society.
Key  words: fundraising,  nonprofit,  marketization,  commodification,  civil  society,  consumer  
power, political consumerism, individualization 
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1.Introduction
Characterizing for the last decades of nongovernmental and nonprofit organizations in Sweden, 
working within the realm of development aid, social work, political lobbying, charity, and other 
forms  of  voluntary  efforts,  is  a  notion  of  professionalization  and  medialization.  Declining 
member  figures  and  a  reduction  of  active  involvement  within  the  traditional  structure  and 
methods,  have  made  the  popular  social  movements  more  inclined  to  glance  at  the  large 
international actors, operating in a organizational mode more resembling the business world. 
This, in combination with an highly opinionated debate regarding state financed aid and relief 
efforts, and increased needs where public welfare programs are being dismantled, might play a 
part in a discursive re-negotiating of the role that nonprofit organizations play in our society.
At  the  same  time,  these  processes  puts  greater  demands  on  both  the  actions  and  the 
communication  of  the  organizations,  to  keep  up with  the  constant  competition  for  financial 
support. In our contemporary society, fundraising has grown to an gigantic industry, employing 
thousands of people all over the world - from academic scholars, communication experts, PR 
agencies,  and  creative  designers,  to  telemarketing  and  face-to-face  recruiters,  as  well  as 
volunteers. 
Statistics from The Swedish Fundraising Control1 shows that the sum of funds collected from 
private donors has grown steadily during the last decade. They are the largest single contributor 
to the finances of the organizations connected to the nonprofit control association, and as such a 
very important part of the development of communication strategies.  This involves questions 
regarding new technical improvements and solutions, as well as what the message is, and how it 
is communicated. In this mediated, competitive society that we live in today, communication 
strategies,  marketing,  and public  relations  are  as  important  in  the nonprofit  sector  as  in  the 
business world. 
1 “Flerårsöversikt nyckeltal, 2001-2010” at http://www.insamlingskontroll.se/sidor/statistik 2012-06-01
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1.1 Commercial fundraising and marketized philanthropy
A growing presence of commercial actors within the nonprofit arena also influences the process 
of change, and the way fundraising is organized, communicated, and understood by the public. 
An example  of  this  is  what  Nickel  & Eikenberry  (2009)  calls  marketized  philanthropy,  i.e. 
consumption as a charitable act in combination with celebrity centered fundraising campaigns, 
for example by participating in  benefit galas or advertisements. 
This development contains a spectra of activities and strategies, from the marketing of charitable 
products and services, to the promotion of a cause or an issue through the involvement of a 
famous person or a popular brand. In a Swedish context, this growing tendency is present in 
several  forms,  for  example  the  yearly  fundraising  campaign  Musikhjälpen where  one  of  the 
public service radio stations dedicates a whole week of programming to the benefit of a selected 
cause, involving celebrities as well as private donors. 
The connection between charity and consumption is also present in the way many political issues 
are being constructed around a discourse of consumer power and influencing policy through 
consumption - shopping for change. The modern individual is not just a citizen, but an informed 
and active consumer. This includes making choices on the market, and through those choices 
statements, about who s/he is and how s/he wants society to function. 
1.1.1 Shifting discourses and changing societies
It  is  with  this  current  development  in  mind  that  this  research  turns  its  interest  towards  the 
discourse  of  fundraising, how  the  act  of  benevolent  giving  is  configured  in  a  political 
perspective, with special attention to tendencies of commodification and commercialization. The 
business of fundraising has a long history, connected to different forms of charity organizations 
and nonprofit institutions in all societies. The term itself describes in a very basic way what it is 
all about; raising funds. Because, while the tasks and goals of a nonprofit organization might not 
be for profit, it still needs economic support to keep on its feet. That includes the hands on help 
in  the  field,  but  also  the  over  head costs  of  administration,  organizational  development  and 
marketing.
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While marketing has been a substantial part of business plans and corporate revenue for a long 
time, the inclusion of marketing strategies in the nonprofit sphere is a relatively new phase. “[I]t 
was only a few years ago that one would have been severely chastised in many nonprofit circles 
for even daring to mention the ‘M’ word in public” (Sargeant 2009). This renunciative attitude 
has during the last decades shifted towards a more positive, or perhaps pragmatic, point of view. 
The fundraising  expert  and academic  researcher  Adrian  Sargeant  proposes  in  the  preface  to 
Marketing  Management  for  Nonprofit  Organizations(2009),  that  the  focus  of  marketing  has 
switched to the satisfaction of consumer wants and servicing the needs of a particular society.  
Thus,  he  argues,  it  has  evolved  into  a  philosophical  approach  to  the  management  of  an 
organization, rather than being associated with the relentless pursuit of profit. One concept of 
key strategic  importance in  this  scenario is  the case for support  (ibid.  2009:254).  This term 
includes  the  whyand  howof  the  organization,  a  formal  expression  of  the  cause  and  why  it 
warrants support. The case for support should ideally articulate and communicate several factors 
to potential and recurrent donors:
• mission and values 
• importance and urgency
• specific objectives
• history and credibility
• what would happen if the organization failed
• how the donor can help
This basic case can then be divided into several case statements, specified and tailored to meet 
the needs of different donor segments such as individuals, corporations and grant makers, as well 
as projects and milestones within the organizations activities. 
In the study at hand, the case statements directed towards private donors will be the focus of the 
analysis. The presumed switch that Sargeant defines as apolitical and essentially just a form of 
expanding the world of nonprofit fundraising, is here approached from a critical perspective on 
the larger turn of events, connecting it to a political transformation. This transformation involves 
a fundamental shift in the way hegemonic understandings of politics are constructed, where ‘the 
Market’  is  an  ubiquitous  force  and  changes  in  society  are  attained  by  individual  consumer 
choices rather than political collectivism. 
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2. Research objective and questions
The research objective strives towards an understanding of nonprofit fundraising as discursive  
practice,  with the aim to cast  some light  on its  relation  to more  general  social  and cultural 
development processes. This entails a focus on if, and in that case how, consumer culture and a 
increased marketization of  nonprofits influence the discursive order of fundraising texts and 
technique and in what way the act of giving is constructed as a form of political participation. 
To do this, the official websites of  six nonprofit organizations are studied and analyzed from a 
discursive perspective, with focus on how the organizations construct their worldview, who is 
assigned responsibility, and how the presumed donor can help. The nonprofits under scrutiny can 
be  defined as  Swedish  chapters  of  international  organizations,  and represents  three  different 
organizational  structures.  They  include  the  Red  Cross,  Save  the  Children,  SOS  Children’s 
Villages, Plan Sweden, the Salvation Army, and finally the Church of Sweden. 
2.1 Defining the questions
The ambition is to problematize how specific communicative events, in the form of the websites 
of these organizations, construct an understanding of  how and  why a presumed donor should 
contribute financially to the organizational efforts. This will be done with special attention to 
how ‘the case for support’ is articulated in the texts.  The research questions to be answered 
through the analysis are as follows:
1. How is the worldview of the organizations constructed?
This dimension concerns how the problems, and solutions, that the organization deals 
with are represented and explained. It involves the presentation of the organization as 
such, as well as where the problems are situated, how they influence the lives of those 
affected and how they relate to the life of the presumed donor.
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2. Who or whom are assigned responsibility?
Focus in this dimension lies on who or whom are assigned responsibility, as well as 
opportunity, when it comes to both the roots of current situation, and to change it. 
Special attention is put on aspects of agency and subjectivity within the fundraising 
discourse.
3. How is the presumed donor urged to contribute?
This question refers to both the communicative and the ideological dimensions of the 
texts, from the perspective of the donor. Important here is to look on how fundraising 
is constructed when it comes to addressing the donors, assigning them identity and 
agency, as well as how the act of donating is constructed. 
2.1.1 Viral fundraising and the Internet as platform for change
Why then, is the empirical material used in this research gathered from the Internet? Mainly, it is 
because the official website of a nonprofit organization is more and more becoming its window 
to the world. The overall intertextuality of the Internet makes it possible to carry out lobbying, as 
well as fundraising campaigns, in a more diverse and immediate way, shaping public opinion and 
being present in an environment where many people in the West spend a lot of their time. It also 
carries with it a variety of opportunity, the nature of the media is such that you can include as 
much, or as little, information that you want on the site.
It has been argued that individuals visiting a nonprofit site is by definition already aware of the 
significance of the issue at hand, and the urgency of it, otherwise they would not choose to visit  
it (Sargeant 2009:264). This might be true in some cases, but the current development of online 
activity and presence, dominated by the concept of communities such as Facebook or Twitter, is 
very connected to acts of ‘sharing’, and ‘spreading the word’. That this has impact on the way 
nonprofits work, and on fundraising, might be exemplified by the viral spreading of the (now 
infamous)  informational  video  Kony  2012,  from the  organization  Invisible  Children,  during 
March 2012. People watching the film was afterwords encouraged to donate to the cause through 
the organization’s website, or buy an ‘action kit’ to contribute. 
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The video was first received with a positive reaction, being watched and shared by millions 
people all over the world in a couple of days (interestingly enough, its virality was increased by a 
lot of celebrity attention). After some time, a negative backlash was prompted, when critical 
voices was raised about the information provided, and the motives of the organization behind the 
video. Its popularity declined fast, but the organization behind it still exists. This shows that 
someone who would not be inclined to explore the website of a nonprofit by own accord, might 
be convinced to do so by following a link shared, or commented on, by a friend, coworker, or 
complete stranger. 
In the context of fundraising, the Internet has a potential that is hard to match by other media - 
providing not only a platform for information on the significance of the cause, but also the 
technical solutions to make a donation or commitment promptly, without any intermediary steps. 
The way from thought to action can be very short, just a click away under the right 
circumstances. This is something that is very prominent in the contemporary marketing and 
lobbying of  nonprofit organizations, as well as other actors on the political arena. While the 
quick and easy nature of the Internet might not always be positive when it comes to issues of fact 
checking and critical thinking, it is becoming a powerful tool for fundraising and shaping public 
opinion in today’s society.
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3. Understanding marketized fundraising
New technological  solutions  and business  opportunities  are  some of  the  reasons to  why the 
discourse surrounding fundraising, as well as the practice itself, is going through some drastic 
changes. But the market oriented fundraising of today is not only a product of  technological 
innovations, it also reflects changes within how we think and act as citizens in modern society.  
The  current  topicality  of  this  issue  is,  for  example,  visible  in  the  new  legislation  (2012) 
concerning tax reduction for private donations to nonprofits in Sweden. The new rules do not 
only function as a way of encouraging unselfish behavior or charity - they also carries with them 
an implicit ideological message about how and why society should be organized. The smaller the 
financial  contribution through taxes, the smaller will the public resources for social  security, 
welfare,  and international  aid be.  In a society where this  form of re-distribution of financial 
resources seems to be ubiquitous, it is important to keep a critical eye on how the convergence of 
market  and  benevolence  within  fundraising  influences  questions  of  political  agency, 
responsibility, and involvement.
The following chapter presents both a background and some theoretical perspectives that cover 
these questions,  and that  will  form a frame for  understanding the tendencies  studied in  this 
research. I will  discuss this in three separate,  but connected,  parts; the first dealing with the 
concept of subpolitics and the individualized society, the second with the contemporary role and 
function  of  the  civil  society,  and  the  third  involves  a  growing  critique  of market  logics in 
nonprofit fundraising. 
3.1 Reflexive modernization and the empowered individual 
Today's Western society is said to be signified by a feeling of unrest and uncertainty, based on 
the development from industrialization to a reflexive modernization. The influence and power of 
the nation state is decreasing, as problems and risks, but also their solutions, become more and 
more global and elusive. This is viewed as a turning point of the modern society, a development 
beyond  the  borders  of  industrialization.  Ulrich  Beck  (1992:11)  writes  that  the  “traditional” 
modern society will not leave history with a bang (a revolution), but in the form of a slow, quiet, 
transformation. 
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What this development brings is a shift in the way politics work and how we participate in it, 
which in turn influences the role and methods of nonprofit organizations in society. In contrast to 
earlier modernity, where the struggle was concentrated around the logic of production of wealth, 
the reflexive modernity works around a logic of production of risks (ibid. 1992:12). These risks 
are  in  themselves  products  of  modernization,  latent  side  effects  of  industrialization  and  the 
technological-economic development of Western society.  An example of his would be global 
warming and climate change, caused by the emissions and pollution of the industrialized world. 
In  that  way,  “[m]odernization  is  becoming  reflexive;  it  is  becoming  its  own  theme”  (ibid. 
1992:19,  italics  in  original).  The  traditional  legitimacy  of  modernization  was  based  in  the 
struggle against need and disadvantage – that struggle is in reflexive modernity replaced by the 
struggle  against  itself,  the  effects  and  abundance  that  modernity  produces.  For  nonprofit 
fundraising,  this  means  a  critical  balancing  act  of  highlighting  the  connection  between  the 
lifestyle of the West and the needs and lack in other parts of the world, and trying to obscure this  
connection so that the potential donor is not discouraged. 
3.1.1 Living in a risk society
In his book Risk Society:Towards a new Modernity (1992), Beck claims that this contemporary 
development into a risk society changes the foundations of how we think about time and space, 
work and leisure,  corporations  and the nation state and so on.  He offers up five theses that 
summarizes these changes:
1. Risks that are created in and by late modernity are open for social processes of definition – 
they exist through causal interpretations, i.e. the knowledge of the risks defines them and 
makes them ‘real’. With this knowledge follows power to magnify, dramatize, or minimize 
the  risks,  making  them “particularly  open to  social  definition  and construction”  (ibid. 
1992:23). This gives institutions like mass media and agenda setting professions a socio-
political key position when it comes to defining risks, but also the nonprofits working with 
managing the effects and problems caused by them.
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2. Even though some people become more affected than others, creating a hierarchy of social  
risk positions, these risks have a global impact. Sooner or later they will affect even those 
who produce and profits from them –  a boomerang effect that transcends, or break up, 
patterns  of  class  and national  society.  This  leads  to  the  creation  of new international  
inequalities,  undermining  the  order  of  national  jurisdictions,  and  a  necessity  for 
internationalization and globalization. As the risks are not contained by state borders, they 
cannot be solved by singular nation-states alone.
3. The risks of modernization are  big business – they, in themselves, cause a need for risk 
management and problem-solving that recreates itself in all eternity, a profitable want that 
cannot be satisfied and therefore is lucrative through its own destructive nature. “There are 
always losers but also winners in risk definitions” (ibid. 1992:23), and the space between 
these positions varies according to issue and power variables. From a critical perspective, it 
could be said that it is within this ‘risk business’ that marketized fundraising operates. It 
exists both as a counter actor to the profit seeking participants, and as one of the voices 
trying to set the agenda and define the risks according to its own goals and motives.
4. In  the  risk  society,  knowledge  gains  a  new  political  significance.  Consciousness 
determines being in the hierarchy of social risk positions. Therefore the political potential 
is found in peoples conception and understanding of the risks, as they can never possess 
them, only be afflicted by them. 
5. Risk society turns what was earlier perceived as ‘unpolitical’ into politics, extending the 
rule  of  public  and politics  into  areas  that  was before considered  ‘private  sphere’.  The 
social, economic, and political consequences of the side effects the risks bring for nature 
and mankind are thus highlighted. What emerges in risk society is the political potential of  
catastrophes, and “[a]verting and managing these can include a  reorganization of power 
and authority” (ibid. 1992:24). It is also through this development that consumer power 
and choice on the market becomes a significant way of political participation, connecting 
the risks to how we eat, dress, or engage in nonprofit organizing.
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What Beck argues is that the risks created by modernity,  such as environmental changes and 
nuclear disasters, works as an egalitarian force because of their global nature. They cross borders 
and become threats independent of class or nation (ibid. 1992:36). This in return creates a state 
of ungovernable uncertainty and distrust  since the risks are closely connected to economical 
factors within the modern capitalist market, that the state have little or no control over. 
3.1.2 Subpolitics – a new political culture
The consequence is a change in the political system, a shift in the notion, place and means of 
‘politics’ (Beck 1992:183-184). From an understanding of politics as separate from the private 
sphere,  we are moving toward a notion of  the private  as politics,  a mixing of two formally 
separate worlds. Despite this, or maybe because of it, the political discourse of the last decades is 
signified  by  an  anxiety  about  the  lack  of  political  participation,  a  perceived  decline  in  the 
attention and interest of the public when it comes to politics. 
Government's inadequacy in assessing and dealing with new problems is said to cause a crisis of state 
legitimacy, which according to risk-society theorists explains increasing high levels of political distrust  
and citizen flight from traditional politics. 
(Micheletti 2003:9)
This contemporary view of a political stagnation is misleading, argues Beck, and occur “only 
because  the  political  is  limited  to  what  is  labeled political,  to  the  activities  of  the  political  
system” (Beck 1992:185). 
The ‘techno-economical development’ of reflexive modernization opens up the boundaries of 
political participation and gives room for alternative organizational strategies in the form of a 
new political culture of action groups and global social movements. Beck (1992:190) defines this 
as  subpolitics,  in  that  “the  preconditions  for  the  separation  of  politics  and  non-politics  are 
becoming fragile in the course of reflexive modernization”. This does not, however, mean that 
subpolitics are neither political nor nonpolitical, but rather a modern form of ‘structuring and 
changing living conditions’, situated in between - but also connecting - ‘the political’ and the 
‘nonpolitical’ spheres of society (Holzer & Sørensen 2003:81).
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Subpolitics signifies politics emerging in places other than formal politics: the site of the conventional  
political science definition of politics and political participation. It is politics emerging from below. 
(Micheletti 2003:29)
Two  perspectives  on  this  are  crucial,  both  working  towards  “a  profound  systematic  
transformation of the political” (Beck 1992:190). The first perspective deals with a new political 
culture, where enforcement and utilization of civil rights result in a perceived loss of power by 
the centralized political system. The second with the changes of social structure connected to this 
transformation. These two perspectives together add up to an ‘unbinding of politics’, resulting in 
the dissolving of what Beck calls the “peculiar  bisection of democracy”  (ibid. 1992:193). By 
incorporating what is conceived as ‘political’  in the institutions  of the parliamentary system, 
centralized  democratization  separates  this  sphere  from a  context  of  everyday  life  and social 
relations. The contemporary transformation of the political, though, closes the gap between these 
positions and empowers individuals through highlighting the political aspects of private life. It is 
the  dissatisfaction  with  the  ‘authoritarian  character’  of  centralized  democracy  that  unbinds 
politics. Beck (ibid. 1992:195) argues that this ‘new political culture’ is a sign of the success of 
democracy,  not its demise. The fault of the scientists and politicians that sounds the alarm is 
looking for politics in the usual places, within the normative system, using outdated definitions 
and concepts. 
This  development,  where  politics  “appears  to  become  a  victim  of  its  own success”  can  be 
understood as a new form of politics, but it might also be argued that subpolitical phenomena 
gets their significance precisely from their nonpolitical character, drawing on sources for societal 
influence that are largely independent and distinct from the political system, argues Holzer & 
Sørensen (2003:80).  The discussion  on subpolitics  as  essentially  political,  but  in  a  new and 
improved form, reveals a common prejudice that associates ‘political’ with ‘important’ issues. 
The formal  political  process  has  never  fully  absorbed the  sources  of  societal  influence  that 
underpin both subpolitics and formal politics, and therefor this prejudice needs to be challenged 
and problematized, striving to understand “why the discussed phenomena are not political - and 
yet still of societal and sociological relevance (ibid. 2003:95). 
11
3.1.3 Political consumers and commercialized politics
One of the activities that can be described as a form of subpolitics is the way consumption is 
increasingly used as a strategy to effect social changes and political policy. Political consumption 
works directly, without going through the traditional forms of political participation channels, to 
force  the  ‘techno-economic’  sphere  to  take  responsibility  and  legitimize  its  acts  (Micheletti 
2003:84). It does so by addressing both the way products are being produced, and the impact 
they have on nature or society.
Political consumerism concerns the politics of products, which in a nutshell can be defined as power  
relations among people and choices about how resources should be used and allocated globally. 
(Micheletti 2003:x)
The development of the consumer-citizen and of  political consumerism can be traced to “[…] 
changes in how we think about politics and economics and the relationship between our public 
and  private  lives”  (Micheletti  2003:1).  Globalization,  free  trade,  postmodernization  and 
individualization comes together and creates a political discourse of subpolitics, where the state 
is no longer the primary and dominating actor in the political field. When the nation-state looses 
control over certain parts of society, in the form of a globalized world of goods and money, new 
arenas for political participation and influence are opened up.
What this means is that the notion of politicized products comes from this modern convergence 
of the public and private sphere, where what you wear, eat and consume is not just a private 
concern. It is a part of the intricate web of relations that form the political landscape, a part that 
might change power relations and policies – but also, maybe more importantly, a part that helps 
form and express the self-image of the modern individual. Consumerism becomes political when 
people knowingly target specific products or brands to express an opinion and make changes by 
supporting or refusing it. The defining trait of a political consumer is making choices – choosing 
one product  over another  because of it's  origin,  the politics  of  products,  meaning that  every 
product is  embedded in a political  context  (ibid.  2003:12-14).  Choosing the right  product is 
constructed  as  not  only  to  being  part  of  a  collective  responsibility-taking  effort,  but  also 
manifesting ones own political standpoint and persona in a very hands-on way. The product not 
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only does good, it also symbolizes the buyers intent and awareness of the political situation it  
derives  from.  In  that  way  it  contributes  to  the  social  (and  cultural)  capital  of  the  citizen-
consumer.
Negative and positive political consumerism
Historically, political consumerism has to do with a dimension of power - the purchasing power 
of the consumer used to effect ethical changes via the marketplace. This is most often carried out 
through a double strategy that implies actively choosing or refusing certain goods (Holzer & 
Sørensen  2003:84).  These  two  strategies  are  both  used  within  the  realm  of  contemporary 
subpolitics,  actively  promoted  by  many  nonprofit  organizations  as  form  of  influencing, 
contributing, and enabling change. 
The boycott  entails using the consumer power in a negative way, refusing to buy a product or 
certain brand because of its origin or politics of production.  This might  be done in different 
ways, but the point is always to withhold money from the seller or producer, or at least threaten 
to do so (ibid. 2003:85). This is a relatively easy way for consumers to behave morally in the 
marketplace, as long as there are corresponding products within the same price range that they 
can choose instead of the boycotted one.
This, however, is not the case in the general aspect, simply because there is a reason to why 
commodities are produced in a non-ethical or non-sustainable way - it costs less. That means that 
the price of these products are also generally lower than the ‘fair’ ones. This is especially visible 
in the second, positive,  strategy of political  consumerism (ibid.  2003:86). The  buycott,  then, 
entails  buying  and  supporting  specific  products  or  brands  because  of  its  origin,  production 
conditions, or political connotations, even though the cost for them might be higher than others.
The ‘positive’ approach is has in recent years been more popular within nonprofit fundraising 
and shaping of public opinion than the ‘negative’, as a subpolitical strategy to effect societal 
change  without  the  use  of  traditional  political  participation  channels  (ibid.  2003:87).  Even 
though these  products  are  not  always  bought  for  ‘subpolitical  reasons’,  it  is  easier  to  affect 
consumer behavior by promoting positive alternatives instead of refusing the negative ones. 
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I would argue that this is not just a question of political strategy when it comes to the way the 
activities  are  organized  and  channeled,  it  is  also  popular  because  it  lacks  the  negative 
connotations of refusing consumption – it does not challenge the capitalist market but plays off 
it.  The  positive  political  consumer  does  not  have  to  abstain  from  consumer  culture,  from 
participating in the branding of the individual. In today’s capitalist society, it is easier to engage 
people in a subpolitical act that involves the right to choose, than to tell them that they have no 
choice but to refrain from consuming.
Public and private virtue tradition of politics
Choosing to buy or not buy certain products because of a political commitment can be defined as 
an expression of public virtue,  an undisguised way for citizen-consumers to make a political 
statement  in  the  marketplace  (Micheletti  2003:19).  Solidarity  with  others,  self-restraint  (in 
abstaining from certain goods) and self-sacrifice are traits closely connected to the public virtue 
tradition, with its roots in communitarian democratic theories. A prerequisite for this form of 
engagement  is  having the ability  to  choose,  i.e.  the social  and economic  means to  consume 
according to ones believes. 
Private  virtues  on the other  hand,  includes  the realization  of self-interest,  expressing private 
concerns through boycotting or promoting selected goods or brands. Buying certain products to 
solve private problems becomes a starting point that ties consumer choices to public-interest, 
through networking with others interested in the same cause. 
Micheletti  (2003:20)  argues  that  the  connection  to  the  private  life  makes  the  private  virtue 
politics more urgent, the loyalty and voice for the cause more intense. I would like to add that 
this also has a connection to the branding and image shaping of personal identity, the identity-
building effort  of the modern,  individualized,  and market  targeted political  citizen-consumer, 
which in it self becomes a desirable effect.
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3.1.4 Individualization as ideology
Personal identity works as an important factor in the reflexive modernity,  contributing to the 
base  of  subpolitics  as  a  political  culture.  This  in  turn  might  be  said  to  be  a  part  of  the 
individualization of society, a political shift away from the collective, towards the individual, a 
process of “[…] transforming human ‘identity’ from a ‘given’ into a ‘task’ - and charging the 
actors with the responsibility for performing that task and for the consequences (also the side-
effects) of their performance […]” (Bauman 2001:144).
Political consumerism, as a task to be performed, is based on the personal consumer choices of 
an individual. Individual attributes such as economic strength and product knowledge plays a 
significant part in this, rather than a collective effort where every participant has the same power 
and rights independent of wealth or status. From this perspective, the contemporary development 
is not so much a political expropriation of former ‘nonpolitics’, more an instance of neoliberal 
ideological hegemony.
In  a  response  to,  and  development  of,  Beck’s  theories  of  a  reflexive  modernity,  Zygmunt 
Bauman (2001) expresses a criticism of the leveling nature of subpolitics and the globalized risk 
society. Characterizing of this approach is that the risk society might be global in its nature when 
it comes to the  idea of the risks, the knowledge of what changes they will bring in a distant 
future,  or  how  they  come  to  be.  But  the  real  day-to-day  consequences  are  very  different 
depending on both class and geography.
The  economical  risks  of  capitalist  market-society,  the  environmental  risks  of  pollution  and 
climate change, and the political and deadly risks of nuclear war or disaster are in great length 
created in the West, while the consequences are mostly noticeable and dire in less powerful and 
influential parts of the world. Or as Bauman (2001:189) puts it, the technological and political 
annulment of temporal/spatial distances does not level up human living conditions, but rather 
polarizes them. 
This does not mean that the risks have no influence over the industrialized world that in most 
cases  created  them -  the  volatility  of  contemporary  market  economy,  together  with  a  more 
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globalized and mobile population, causes the most dreadful disasters to strike at random, ”[…] 
picking their  victims  with a bizarre  logic or no logic at  all,  […] so that there is  no way to 
anticipate who will be doomed and who saved “ (ibid. 2001:24). Bauman argues that this present 
day  uncertainty  works  as  a  powerful  individualizing  force,  dividing  instead  of  uniting.  In  a 
society where fears, anxieties and grievances are made in such way to be suffered alone, and 
where the failure to live up to the standard of success becomes the effect of your own personal 
attitude and effort, solidarity loses its stand as a rational tactic, and a life strategy quite different 
from that of a ‘common cause’ is promoted.
The turn towards viewing the self as consumer instead of citizen is such a strategy, making sense 
of the uncertainty by engaging in “[…] things that matter less or perhaps not at all, but which 
you can do or believe you can; and by turning your attention and energy to such things, you may 
even make them matter  […]” (ibid.  2001:150).  Compulsive shopping is  one of these things, 
viewing society through the  lens  of  the  Market  to  make it  less  confusing and more  secure, 
humane, and just. It is from this perspective that the rising influence of market logics in the 
discourse  of  nonprofit  organizations  makes  sense,  drawing  its  sources  not  only  from  the 
‘effective’ and ‘target-driven’ nature of the market, but also from its prominent place as a scene 
for politics in reflexive modernity. 
3.2 The change of civil society
Nonprofits, social movements, funds, charities and other philanthropic endeavors included in the 
civil society  has gained attention and increased its presence in later years. This has a lot to do 
with a political shift in many Western countries where neo-liberal policies results in a decrease 
of  state  involvement  and control,  and privatization  of  former  public  services.  This  ideology 
contains the notion that profit  based services on a free market  will  guarantee quality,  as the 
citizens become consumers that choose the products  (i.e. health care, education, or insurance) 
that live up to their expectations and requirements. This also includes a changing understanding 
of the nonprofit sector, connected to the concept of subpolitics discussed earlier. 
From  a  Swedish  perspective,  this  change  has  certain  ideological  connotations,  since  the 
traditional  popular  movements  historically  have  been tightly linked to  the  social  democratic 
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